Review of the effectiveness of capsaicin for painful cutaneous disorders and neural dysfunction.
Topical capsaicin is known to be a safe and effective pain management adjunct for rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis, neuralgias, and diabetic neuropathy. However, studies and case reports in the literature have indicated that other conditions may also benefit from capsaicin: painful or itching cutaneous disorders from operations, injuries, or tumors; neural dysfunction; or inflammation of the airways and urinary tract. To determine the effectiveness of capsaicin for painful cutaneous disorders and neural dysfunction, the authors analyzed data from 33 reports (MEDLINE search of 1966-96) on the efficacy of capsaicin. Outcome measures consisted of the response rate and degree of pain relief. Results from placebo-controlled trials were pooled when possible; effect of treatment was estimated by the method of DerSimonian and Laird. Pain relief for postmastectomy syndrome and cluster headache was greater with capsaicin than with placebo; also, psoriasis and pruritus responded better to capsaicin. Uncontrolled studies and case reports have indicated that pain or dysfunction was less at the end of capsaicin therapy for neck pain, loin pain/hematuria syndrome, oral mucositis, rhinopathy, reflex sympathetic dystrophy syndrome, detrusor hyperreflexia, and cutaneous pain due to tumor of the skin. Capsaicin is effective for psoriasis, pruritus, and cluster headache; it is often helpful for the itching and pain of postmastectomy pain syndrome, oral mucositis, cutaneous allergy, loin pain/hematuria syndrome, neck pain, amputation stump pain, and skin tumor; and it may be beneficial for neural dysfunction (detrusor hyperreflexia, reflex sympathetic dystrophy, and rhinopathy). A universal problem for many of the studies analyzed was the absence of a "burning placebo" such as camphor.